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The global success of the luxury sector was merely a temporary phenomenon in most places. A market 
report showed that worldwide spending in luxury product rose by 13% in 2010 and 10% in 2011with 
emerging market was the biggest contributor.  Therefore, it seems that the Asian market for luxury 
items has not been affected by the overall economic downturn. In fact it is thriving on the affluent 
market that sells global-branded goods and services. Thus, the key question to be raised here is, ‘In 
what context, do the Asian market offer a lucrative and luxurious avenue for marketer to sell global-
branded goods?” If yes, how do materialism value impacts such conspicuous behaviour? 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Branded culture is now spreading to emerging markets such as those in Asia. There are a huge 
opportunities for luxury companies in emerging markets.  Consumers in emerging countries are 
becoming more into branded brands. This phenomenon called branded culture. Many factors may 
contribute to this new phenomenon where consumers place a higher priority on well-known brands 
that can show their status of wealth. One important factor is the availability of and easy access to the 
brands.  For instance, consumers can now easily shop for Gucci watches, shoes and wallets on 
Amazon.com.  Consumers can shop for luxury goods while waiting for flights because some brands 
are sold at the airport; in addition, some airlines are promoting travel packages for people who want to 
spend their vacations in a place where they can shop at the same time. 
 
Another factor may be the mass marketing and advertising of these products, which has changed the 
meaning, purpose and function of luxury.  People pay a huge amount of money for designer goods, 
but in reality they are paying more for the label than for the luxury item itself.  This is because luxury 
is no longer a private, deep, privileged experience but rather public, superficial, forever changing and 
infinitely available. Most people’s thoughts about brand name items are related to the idea of status 
symbols.  A luxury brand fits all this. 
   
The trend of consumer to buy branded goods for the purpose to showing off can be called as 
conspicuous behaviour.  Conspicuous consumption behaviour had been discussed by Thorstein 









Even though, this behaviour is primarily discussed in Western culture, there also a need to understand 
this behaviour from other culture especially Asian culture because the spread of branded culture 
toward Asian countries.  This spreading of branded culture  in Asian especially Malaysia can be seen 
as a “wake up call”for the researcher to investigate and understand this culture from an Asian point of 
view. 
  
Materialism is significantly related to conspicuous. People who have bought branded goods or luxury 
products are trying to portray publicly that they are consuming branded brand. By using brand name 
items they can show off their symbol of status.  Materialism people are fit with this intention.  
Materialistic-oriented people will emphasize more on material items which can be recognized by 
others.  Materialistic-oriented people is a people who view material possession as a goal of life 
(Mooij, 2011). They view their success based on the accumulated wealth that they can own. They also 
think that they can gain happiness with the material objects they own and can be expressed to others. 
 
Materialism has generally been associated with Western life (Cleveland and Chang, 2009; Kilbourne 
and Pickett, 2008).  However, recently more people in the developing world have begun to emulate 
this Western-style material culture (Ger and Belk, 1996; Kilbourne and Pickett, 2008; Podoshen, Li 
and Zhang, 2011; Podoshen and Andrzejewski, 2012) including Malaysia (Wan Halim, 2004). 
 
Research has shown that materialism has been linked to a variety of consumer behaviours with 
normally negative outcomes, including social consumption motivation (Fitzmaurice and Comegy, 
2006), compulsive buying (Rindfleisch, Burroughs, and Denton, 1997; Robberts, Manolis and Tanner, 
2003) and social anxiety (Schroeder and Dugal, 1995).  Materialism has been found to be inversely 
related to well-being, quality of life and dissatisfaction with life in general (Roberts and Clement, 
2007).  It is significant with the study from Inglehart (1989) that there is a clear inverse relationship 
between materialism and happiness. 
   
Malaysian consumer has also become materialistic-oriented people (Wan Halim, 2004).  It is shown 
that the attitude of consumers toward luxury products (imported products) in Malaysia has changed.  
This changing attitude may be influenced by the availability of imported products and also easier 
access to information on imported products especially the branded one. Therefore, we need to 
understand the attitude of consumer toward luxury brands. 
 
There is also a need to understand the relationship between the value of materialism among Malaysian 
consumer and conspicuous consumption.  In addition of that, we need to clarify whether this value 
can influenced the attitude toward luxury brands and the effect of this attitude to the relationship 
between materialism value and conspicuous consumption behaviour in Malaysia. 
 
OBJECTIVES OF STUDY 
The objectives of this study are: 1) to understand the materialism value among the society; 2) to 
explore how materialism value impacts the conspicuous consumption behaviour; 3) to understand the 
relationship between materialism value and attitude toward luxury brand; 4) to examine the effect of 




Materialism as a Value 
Materialism can be a value or a trait of people.  According to Richins and Dawson (1992), 
materialism is a value.  However, Belk (1984) see materialism as a personality trait.  Materialism is 
 





broadly defined as placing a value on possessions (Richins and Dawson, 1992) or the belief that 
possessions will bring happiness (Belk, 2001). 
   
Materialism is an orientation which people views material goods are important for personal happiness 
and social progress (Ward and Wackman, 1971).  Materialism also can be a sum of attitudes among 
consumer who emphasize the importance of possessions and money for personal happiness and social 
progress (Mochis and Churchill, 1978).  When materialism has become as a part of consumer’s or 
people’s value, it can become as part of lifestyle too.  It occurs when people make a high level of 
material consumption as a goal of their life (Daun, 1983). 
 
At first, materialism is seen as a trait (Belk, 1984). It is a combination of three personality traits: 
possessiveness, envy and non-generosity.  These traits reflect the importance consumers attach to 
worldly possessions.  Materialism has generally been seen as a trait of cultures in North America and 
Europe (Swinyard, Kau, & Phua, 2001).  However, because of globalization, this trait are spreading to 
other parts of the world (Belk, 1988; Mattleart, 1989; Mattleart, 1991; Swinyard , Kau and Phua, 
2001).  
 
Later, a study from Richins & Dawson (1992) suggested that materialism is more than just a trait -- it 
is a value which guides people to make certain choices when confronted with a variety of situations 
including consumption situations.  People with this value see material possession and acquisition at a 
central of their life.  If people of the society are emphasize this value collectively then this value can 
be a system in the society. 
 
Therefore, materialism also can be defined as a cultural system in which material interests is putting 
as a priority than any other social goals (Mukerji, 1983, Polanyi, 1944 and Sahlins, 1976 as cited in 
Richins and Dawson, 1992). 
 
In this study, materialism will be discussed as a value.  This is based on the study by Richins and 
Dawson (1992) and  Ahuvia & Wong (2002) whose defined materialism as a value with the construct 
of  “personal value materialism”. Materialism value scale by Richins and Dawson (1992) consisted of 
3 components:1) acquisition centrality; 2) acquisition as the pursuit of happiness and 3) possession 
defined success. 
 
Richins and Dawson (1992) found negative correlations between materialism and relationships with 
friend and satisfaction with family. Furthermore, materialistic-oriented  person are not bothered if 
they are suffering in their life as long as they can get what they want in terms of material possessions 
(Belk, 1984). Many later studies have also proven this negative relationship, including Richins (1987), 
Richins and Dawsons (1992), Dawsons and Bamossy (1991), Kasser (2002) and Ryan and Dziurawiec 
(2001).  High materialism people will suffer in at least three aspects: lower level of life satisfaction 
(Ahuvia & Wong, 1995; Belk, 1984; Kasser, 2002; Keng et.al, 2000; Richins and Dawson, 1992; 
Sharpe & Ramanaiah, 1999), high depression and social anxiety (Schroeder & Dugal, 1995) and 
lower level of self-actualization if they put more priority on financial success (Kasser, 2002).  
Therefore, there is an evidence that people with high materialism put money and other material parts 
as their centrality.  It is mean that the aspect of material things and money are more important than 
others such as interpersonal relationships with others. 
 
Richins and Dawson (1992) stated that materialistic-oriented consumers use material goods to display 
their success, status or prestige to others.  They also found that materialist consumers place a greater 
importance on the acquisition and possession of products and services which can increase their social 
status.  This finding is closely related to the idea that possession is a way of defining success.  The 
most important point is that materialist consumers tend to buy more luxury products than others 
(Belk, 1985).   
 
 





Attitude toward Luxury Brands 
Throughout the twentieth century, research has been conducted on luxury in diverse disciplines; 
including historical analysis (e.g. Berry, 1994), economic modeling (Bagwell and Bernheim, 1996; 
Coelho and McClure, 1993), economic psychology (Braun and Wicklund, 1989, Leibenstein, 1950; 
Mason, 1981; Veblen, 1899), marketing (Dubois and Laurent, 1993; Kivetz and Simonson, 2002a, b).  
However, even though there are a quite number or research had been done during the past decades, 
research on the topic of consumer attitudes toward luxury is still scarce (Dubois, Czellar, & Laurent, 
2005).  
A study by Dubois, Czellar and Laurent (2005) indicated 3 segments of consumers toward attitude 
toward luxury: ‘elitist’ segment, ‘democratic’ segment and ‘distance segment’.  The differences 
between these three consumers are described in the table 1 below. 
 
Based on the table, consumers’ attitude toward luxury can be divided into 3 segments.  These three 
segments have their own characteristic and attitude toward luxury brands.  By understanding these 
three segments we can understand how they behave and react toward conspicuous consumption.  The 
desire for luxury items has take place of the desire for basic sustenance-oriented products (Cleveland 
and Chang, 2009), driven by a motivation need to display wealth or the illusion of wealth. 
 
Economic and social school of thought had suggested that people who consume luxury brands are 
people who want to achieve higher social status rather than for economic or physiological utility of 
products (Phau and Prendergast, 2000).  Findings also found that materialism had influences 
consumption pattern on the type of goods purchased and the quantity of good purchased (Richins and 
Dawson, 1992).   
 
Based on the study we can say that, materialism can influence what consumer thinks about luxury 
brands (evaluative dimension) and whether they consider luxury brands as important and also can 










Table 1 Consumer segments toward luxury 
Type of consumer Attitude toward Luxury 
Elitist 
Traditional vision of luxury – appropriate only for a 
small elite 
The “happy few” 
Luxury should be access by a few people 
Some education is needed to fully appreciate luxury 
goods and services 
Use to differentiate themselves from others 
Luxury is very expensive 
Luxury goods cannot be massed produced 
Luxury goods should not available in supermarkets 
Democratic 
Modern vision of luxury – open to a larger audience 
The “happy many” 
Have an open-minded attitude toward luxury 
Many people should own luxury goods 
Everyone should be able to have access to luxury 
goods 
No special education is needed to fully appreciate it 
Not synonym with “good taste” and not used to 
differentiate from others 
Necessarily very expensive 
Luxury goods can be massed produced 
Luxury goods should be able in supermarkets 
Distance 
Luxury is seen as a different world to which they do 
not belong 
Have a negative feeling toward luxury – luxury is old 
fashioned and flashy 
Luxury users is snobbish and emulate the rich 
Luxury should be taxed more 
Not very attracted by luxury personally (like luxury 
less, less dream about luxury, do not think luxury 
makes life beautiful , less interested in luxury and less 
likely to talk for hours about luxury) 
Have a negative vision of luxury – regard it as useless 
and too expensive 
More likely not to buy luxury goods 
Have a feeling of estrangement – do not feel at ease in 
a luxury shop, feel disguised if they used luxury 
goods, do not know much about luxury. 









Conspicuous Consumption Behaviour 
Conspicuous consumption is a multidimensional construct that can be measured by many variables 
depending on the social references that researchers use (Marcoux et al, 1997).  In contrast to the study 
from Marcoux et al (1997) which chose five specific items by which to measure conspicuous 
consumption (materialistic hedonism, communication of belonging to/dissociation from group, social 
status demonstration, interpersonal mediation and ostentation), Chaudhuri and Majumdar (2006) 
examined conspicuous consumption at a conceptual level and discuss the evolution of 
conspicuousness as shown in previous literature.  They suggest that the conspicuous consumption 
construct need not remain restricted to Veblen's (1899) original meaning.  
  
Moreover, Marcoux, Filiatrault and Cheron (1997) state that social status demonstration is a 
dimension of conspicuous consumption.  However, O’Cass and Frost (2002) tested conspicuous 
consumption and status consumption separately in a study of brand association and consumption 
behaviour.  The study examined four elements of brand association (brand familiarity, brand 
symbolism, brand-aroused feeling and self-image/brand image congruency) in the context of status 
consumption and conspicuous consumption tendencies. 
 
Both types of consumption are variables under consumption behaviour. Their analysis of the 
relationships found that brand symbolism, self-image/brand-image congruency and brand-aroused 
feelings were the strongest predictors for both status consumption and conspicuous consumption of a 
specific brand.  The evidence suggests that if consumers do not consider these three items (brand 
symbolism, self-image/brand-image congruency and brand-aroused feeling) to be important, they will 
not believe that brands can possess status, nor that they are suitable for conspicuous consumption 
purposes.  However, the findings related to brand familiarity indicate that consumers do not have to 
be familiar with a brand in order to mark that brand as a status brand and conspicuously consume it. 
 
Another study from Chen, Aung, Zhou and Kanetkar (2005) also looked at conspicuous consumption 
as a dependent variable.  Their study investigated the moderating and mediating effect of 
acculturation on the relationship between Chinese identification and conspicuous consumption of 
Chinese consumer goods in Canada.  Acculturation dimensions may function as moderators or as 
mediators.  The dimensions of acculturation are language, media exposure, social interaction and 
national (in this case Canadian) identification.  The dimensions of conspicuous consumption are 
status, ostentation and materialism. Chen et al.'s (2005) findings indicate that ethnic identification is 
related to conspicuous consumption. With all the relevant reviews of the literature, we present a set of 
hypotheses (see Table 2) to be tested in this study. 
 
 
Table 2 Propositions to understand the relationship between materialism and conspicuous 
consumption 
P1: There is a positive relationship between materialism values and conspicuous 
consumption 
P2: Attitude toward luxury brands will mediate the relationship between materialism 
value and conspicuous consumption 




In this study a simple research framework i used based on the value-attitude-behaviour system as 
illustrated in Figure 1 to understand the relationship between materialism value on conspicuous 
consumption behaviour. Rokeach (1973) referred value as an enduring belief that a specific mode of 
conduct or end-state is personally preferable to its opposite.  Values also represent socially shared 
 





abstract ideas about what is good, right and desirable (Hofstede, 1994).  Values as a cognitive factors 
also will guide the individuals about which situation they want to enter and what they do in those 
situation (Kahle, 1980 as cited from Homer and Kahle, 1988).  
 
 
















Figure 1 Research framework 
 
Therefore, in our study, we theorize that the consumer’s behavioural process is expected to flow from 
abstract values to attitudes and to a specific behaviour.  Homer and Kahle (1988) called these flow as 
the value – attitude – behaviour hierarchy.  Many researchers have suggested that values have a 
causal influence on behaviours (Homer and Kahle, 1988) including William (1979) that contends that 
explicit and fully conceptualized values become criteria for judgment, preferences, and choice.  
 
A study from Carman (1977) stated that values influence behaviours both directly and indirectly 
through intervening attitudinal variables.  This study has developed a model proposing that there are a 
causal relationship between terminal and instrumental values and consumption behaviour.  Carman 
has study how values influence the behaviour of shopping and media exposure patterns (directly and 
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CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATION 
Although conspicuous consumption behaviour is observed in all parts of the world, there is still a need 
to understand the motivation of conspicuous consumers in Malaysia as well as in many other 
emerging countries in Asia such as Hong Kong, Singapore, Beijing, and many thriving countries. It 
was clearly noted by Chen et.al (2005) that in the early studies of this phenomenon, this behaviour 
was observed only in affluent Western cultures.  It is also important to understand the reasons why 
developing countries such as Asia -- especially Malaysia-- have become conspicuous consumers as 
they inhabit a different culture from Westerners (Amaldoss & Jain, 2005). This study will contribute 
significantly to the knowledge of the relationship between materialism value and conspicuous 
consumption behaviour.  From a practical standpoint, this research will provide relevant information 
on how conspicuous consumers behave, and will be of significant use to marketers, especially product 
or brand managers.  
 
In essence, with this study, we find that there are two key practical implications--firstly, this study 
also will be of interest to domestic or international marketers who wish to market their products in 
Malaysia and therefore need to understand the concept of conspicuous consumption accurately, 
because there has not been enough response from the marketing field to explain a concept like 
conspicuousness (Brewer, 1991). This confused understanding of the phenomenon of conspicuous 
consumption can raise some problems for marketers, especially marketers of luxury goods, because 
they believe that demand might drop if they price their products lower (Amaldoss and Jain, 2005).  
Besides understanding, measuring, and assessing firm behaviour and pricing aspects, the exact nature 
of the motivation for conspicuous consumption has not been fully investigated (Chaudhuri and 
Majumdar, 2006).   
  
Secondly, the findings of the study will help the luxury retailer in adapting the information provided 
to formulate a suitable marketing strategy.  In addition, the study can provide useful information to 
foreign companies wishing to penetrate the Malaysian luxury goods market, because they will have a 
general understanding of how Malaysian consumers perceive luxury goods and whether there is an 
existing demand for luxury goods in Malaysia. 
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